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For the first six years of my life, my family lived on the outskirts of the town of Robbins in Moore County, near a crossroads community called "Frogtown." Frogtown was known far and wide for its wild life – not animals and birds, but a lot of Saturday night humans drinking and fighting. These were rough, colorful characters. always stirring up trouble. Even the name "Frogtown" in that area came to be synonymous with destructive behavior, also known as "sin." 
There was also a church nearby, which should have been called "Frogtown Baptist," but it was actually named "Flint Hill Baptist." This was the church our family attended. There were many delightful characters who assembled every Sunday at Flint Hill Baptist Church. This was a country church where I first heard fervent preaching and exuberant hymn singing directed by a man named John Marley, who led the congregational singing like someone cranking an old Model-T Ford, as we sang hymns such as "Standing on the Promises." And I remember the dramatic flair of the preacher, Bennie Maness, with his freewheeling preaching style, shouting voice and rhythmic gasps of breath between sentences: "And Jesus came (breath) to bring new hope (breath) to sinners like you and me (breath)."
I was only five years old; but my mother said that I would come home from church and go out in the backyard, and she would hear me shouting out a sermon, mimicking what I had heard that morning in church. The only audience—congregation---was a small group of chickens that roamed the backyard. I don’t remember what I was preaching to those chickens; but if I had to guess, I would say that I was practice preaching about Jesus. I was imitating what I had heard many times in my childhood years: "Jesus is the answer." Whatever is the question, Jesus is the answer. That was the basic content of those fiery sermons. But it was mainly the emotional style of the preacher that I remember – the passionate pleading in his voice. The primary word I heard him saying was "Jesus." "We all need Jesus."
From the personalities of the preacher and the songleader at Flint Hill Baptist Church, I heard them preaching and singing about Jesus. I’m grateful for their influence on my life. For here I am, and here we are today, preaching and singing about Jesus. We all need Jesus.
"We do not proclaim ourselves…" the text for today says. We may be tempted to proclaim ourselves--- my style of hymn singing, my particular slant on theology, my perspective on faith, my brand of humor. There is always a danger of putting ourselves at the center, proclaiming too much of our own bias--- our way of expressing ourselves, be it passionate and boisterous or restrained and proper. 
According to St. Paul, our task is not to proclaim ourselves, but to "proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake." (2 Cor. 4:5) That statement strikes at the center of our mission as a church. We are here to proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as servants for Jesus’ sake.
Why do we proclaim Jesus? Because he is God’s great gift, God’s son, whom we call Lord. 
How did we come to proclaim Jesus? We know the story. Among the Hebrew children God longed to be in close relationship with each person. So God kept coming after the people. "I am your God, and you are my people." God’s longing was communicated through the law, the prophets, the Psalms—in many varied ways. But this somehow did not seem to be enough. The Hebrew people still looked for a Messiah, one who was anointed—sent from God. They wanted to see God with a human face. Incarnation!
When Jesus came, the people saw in him the fulfillment of God’s promise. In Jesus God seemed to be saying, "Okay, for a long time I’ve been coming after you, trying to show you how much I love you. I’ve sent the law. I’ve sent Abraham, Sarah, Moses, Miriam, and the prophets--- and you still don’t seem to get it. Now I’m going to make it as clear as I can. I’m sending a person who embodies everything I’ve tried to teach you. In Jesus you will see a living, breathing person who is compassionate, just, and merciful. You will see one who embodies my love for children, who treats women with equal respect and dignity, who reaches out to the outcasts, strangers, the marginalized. If you want to see what I am like," God says, "look at Jesus."
But Jesus is more than an example. He is God’s gift, bearing in his body and blood our redemption. For out of a fierce, unrelenting love for us, God gave his son, that we might have life, abundant life, eternal life. 
In that little country church called Flint Hill Baptist, the preacher and the songleader were giving their energy to encourage us to accept the gift that God had given in Jesus – the gift of love, acceptance, blessing. For in Jesus God saves us, that is delivers us from ourselves—from our Frogtown self-destructive ways, from self-promotion and self-concern as our primary motivation. In Jesus’ death on a cross, God has taken the worst that humans can do, transforming that tragedy into love, healing and salvation. This is how God works with us, and this is what Jesus’ mission was all about--- transforming our destructiveness into healing and hope.
That’s why Paul could say, "We preach Jesus Christ as Lord." We do not preach ourselves." Paul himself had a rather healthy ego, but over and over he put that ego in the service of Jesus. Paul says repeatedly that the one who is to be lifted up is Jesus. That’s why in Flint Hill Baptist Church we often sang, "Jesus, Jesus, Jesus, Sweetest Name I Know, fills my every longing, keeps me singing as I go." That’s why we sang "O how I love Jesus, O how I love Jesus, O how I loved Jesus, because he first loved me."
That’s why we sing "Jesus loves me. This I know…"
What has God done for us? God has loved us so much that God sent Jesus, who becomes for us Lord, Savior, and Brother. Our job then is to receive the gift. And receiving that gift means to stop controlling, to let our defensive armor down, to open our hearts, our lives, to let the gift in, so that gradually Jesus lives in you and in me. It may be hard to comprehend that God can take ordinary rascals like you and me and turn us into people who act like Jesus. But that’s exactly what God is doing. When we receive God’s gift of Jesus, we are invited to follow Jesus, to live like him, to act like him, to love like him. As someone said, we have to pattern ourselves after somebody. It might as well be Jesus. We all need Jesus.
When we come to the Lord’s Table, we are once again opening ourselves to receive God’s gift. In the bread, we remember Jesus’ body, broken for us. In the cup, we remember his blood that was shed for us. These are powerful symbols which we take into our very lives. And through God’s grace, this morsel of bread and taste of wine become ways we can receive --- internalize-- the love of God which we know in Jesus.
We do not proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. Jesus is at the center of our life, individually and as a congregation. 
When I think of our mission to proclaim Jesus, I sometimes go back to the hand-cranking songleader and the overly emotional preacher shouting about Jesus at Flint Hill Baptist. They put Jesus first, but they also used their personalities to the fullest as they made their witness.
Last week I mentioned to a friend, "What have you been doing these days?" He said, "I’ve been trying to offer blessings to those who need it." That’s another way of saying, "I want to proclaim Jesus--- to offer his blessing to those who need it." Perhaps the word for us today is: Go---in your own way--- offer blessings to those who need it.
"We don’t proclaim ourselves; we proclaim Jesus as Lord and ourselves as servants for Jesus’ sake." 
So may it be. Amen.
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